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away. I did not envy them. Sentry duty means two hours
on and four hours off, and at one o'clock I was duly relieved,
and mighty glad I was to get some fresh air. Between five
and seven I didn't feel so good, and when I went on duty
again, at eleven, I was downright bad. Round about mid-
night I nearly jumped out of my skin. Through the dark-
ness I saw something move. It was a rat. Another one
. . . two more. The place was seething with them. It is
no exaggeration to say that if there was one, there were
fifty. Some of them were showing their teeth at me. I was
unarmed, and if they took it into their heads to attack me
I should be powerless against them.
Every soldier, however raw, knows that the one unfor-
givable sin is to desert one's post, but I Jfrad no thought for
that. My one instinct was to get out. I was petrified, and,
remember, I was weakened by sea-sickness. I climbed up
on deck and lay down on a seat. I could still keep an eye
on the post, but I am afraid that I was soon asleep. At one
in the morning the sergeant on duty went down to post my
relief. Consternation. Nobody there. But the two men
saw the rats all right, which was to prove valuable evidence
at the inquiry. I was quickly found and brought before the
officer again.
" I suppose you realize the seriousness of your offence,"
he said. " I am afraid I have no alternative but to take
you before the Colonel commanding troops on board/'
It was obvious that the Colonel had not been told any-
thing about the rats. I was simply brought before him as a
man who had deserted his post. The sergeant gave evidence,
also omitting smy reference to the rats. I waited my
turn to speak in my own defence and then dropped the
bomb,                          *
" Rats ? " said the Colonel.   " Is that true, Sergeant ? "
" Yes, sir.   I saw them, too, and so did the relief."
" H'rn.   Send for the ship's quartermaster/'
There was an awkward gause while this gentleman was
fetched.   When he came, the Colonel asked Mm without
any warning if he knew there were rats on board.
"Yes, sir/'